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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In 2008, Colombia joined the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC), 1 which includes measures related to prices and taxes designed to reduce supply and demand.
By 2015, the overall prevalence of smokers in the country had decreased slightly but still reached 17 percent. There was already considerable evidence showing that tobacco consumption in recent years had increased among the lowest socioeconomic strata, and among women, and that the average starting age was 12.4 years. The impact of tobacco on the mortality and quality of life of Colombians was estimated as a direct loss of more than 600,000
years of life and more than 26,000 deaths each year. The direct costs associated with diseases from smoking (cardiovascular, obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) and lung cancer) at the time was estimated at more than Col$4billion (~US$1.36million), equivalent to 0.6 percent of GDP and 10.5 percent of annual health expenditure. The low level of revenue from and the high level of consumption of tobacco were attributable, in large part, to the low price of cigarettes in Colombia, reflected in a tax burden of less than 50 percent of the total price.
In mid-2015, the Minister of Health and Social Protection (MHSP) created an interdisciplinary team of epidemiologists, economists, attorneys and political scientists reporting to the Minister of Health and Social Protection with the objective of developing a proposal for tobacco and sugar-sweetened beverage taxes-so-called healthy taxes-to be included in the Tax Reform Project to be submitted to Congress. The team's objective was to put together an argumentatively sound proposal, backed by empirical evidence, in the face of the volatile legislation regarding tobacco prices and the powerful lobby representing the tobacco and beverage industries in the media and in Congress. In the end of 2015, the tobacco tax proposal prepared by the Ministry of Health and Social Protection was accepted by the commission of experts responsible for proposing changes in the country's tax structure. Meanwhile, civil society organizations, the academic press and activists advocating for health rights stepped up or launched new information and awareness campaigns concerning the harmful effects of tobacco and sugar-sweetened beverages, deploying medical and scientific evidence to counter the offensive launched by the industry and by businesses opposed to the announced new taxes on tobacco and soft drinks.
In August of 2016, the MHSP, the Universidad Nacional, the Universidad Javeriana (UJ) and the World Bank, organized the Latin American Tobacco Tax Forum with the presence of international experts and different stakeholders, including those from the tobacco industry, with the objective of sharing and learning from the experiences and evidence of other countries.
The forum presented conclusive evidence of the tax's impact in terms of reducing smoking and boosting fiscal revenue, particularly in the Southern Cone countries. references to studies and scientific evidence.
The health tax proposals resonated with industrialists and merchants, who formed a common front. More smuggling, less revenue, lower employment and crisis in retail stores were the usual arguments, amplified in well attended regional and national events, with broad media coverage. These arguments were confronted in public events such as the "Forum on
Increasing Tobacco Taxes as a Public Health Strategy" and the "Forum on Cigarette Smuggling in Colombia: Monitoring Tools and Policy Recommendations" held in September and October of 2016, respectively, where empirical evidence was presented to refute the claims made by the industry.
The tax reform discussion unfolded in a difficult political environment for the government, as it was at the same time dealing with a campaign in support of the referendum on the peace agreement signed in Havana (Cuba) with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) insurgents, who had taken up arms half a century earlier. It initially failed to pass, 3 but after revisions, the so-called Teatro Colón Agreement was signed in November 2016.
The emphasis of public and behind-the-scenes efforts was on defeating the proposed tax on sugar-sweetened beverages, which is what in fact occurred, despite the efforts of the Minister of Health, national and international academics, civil society and some Colombian think tanks. So controversial was the debate on sugar-sweetened beverages that opposing sides of the ideological spectrum concurred in rejecting these taxes.
In the end, in a House plenary session that was extended from December 27 to December 28, 2016, for lack of a quorum, the tax reform, including an increase in the rate of excise tax cle 347 on page 138 of Congressional Gaceta 41 established the rates of the tax on cigarettes and manufactured tobacco products, which took effect that year. 4 The first press release issued by the Ministry of Health and Social Protection after the approval of the tobacco tax discussed the estimated revenue and its purpose: "The cigarette tax approved as part of the tax reform will bring an additional Col$500,000 million (~US$-170million) to the health sector and prevent some 2,300 deaths starting in 2018 (…) with the rate of Col$1400 (~US$0.48) per pack of 20 cigarettes (or proportional to its contents) envisaged for 2017, the country will collect additional revenue amounting to nearly Col$300,000 million (~US$102millon). In 2018, when the rate will increase to Col$2100 (~US$0.71), the revenue will be Col$500,000 million (~US$170 million). These amounts will be in addition to the Col$400,000 million (~US$136 million) collected since before the reform. With the full rate of the tax, the average price of a pack of cigarettes will have risen from Col$2,800 (~US$0.95)
to Col$4,200 (~US$1.43) in 2018. This increase will discourage use, which will help lower the proportion of smokers by 2 percent (from 12.9 percent at present to 11.2 percent in 2018). " tax within five years. "It is not good (for the price of cigarettes) to be below the Latin American average, which will start rising because other countries also take measures; the Latin American average is probably starting to leave us behind again, so we will need to surpass the regional average. " 6 As for sugary drinks, he says a new strategy should be employed to get the legislature to approve the tax sooner rather than later. Escobar's interest in further tobacco tax adjustments is in line with the recommendations of the Commission of Experts for Tax Equity and Competitiveness, which pointed out the advisability of the government "considering the possibility of raising the tax again" two years after the phased increase. 4 For cigarettes, tobacco, cigars and cigarillos, the rate is Col$1,400 (~US$0.48) in 2017 and will be Col$2100 (~US$0.71) in 2018 for each pack of twenty (20) units or proportional to its contents. The rate per gram of cut tobacco, snuff or chimú (tobacco syrup) is Col$90 (~US$0.03) in 2017 and will be Col$167 (~US$0.06) in 2018. These rates will be adjusted annually, starting in 2019, by a percentage equal to the growth of the consumer price index certified by the National Administrative Department of Statistics (DANE), plus four points The Fiscal Support Directorate of the Ministry of Finance and Public Credit will certify and publish the adjusted rates before January 1 of each year. The additional revenue collected as a result of the increase in the rate of the cigarette consumption tax will be used to finance health insurance. In Colombia in 2015 there was considerable evidence showing that tobacco consumption in recent years had increased in the lowest strata, and among women, and that the average starting age was 12.4 years. Although the overall prevalence of smokers in the country had reached 17 percent, there was earlier evidence demonstrating regional differences, with higher levels of consumption in Bogota and Antioquia. The available evidence showed that roughly half of the country's smokers consumed half a pack (10 cigarettes) or more every day.
Tobacco consumption in Colombia has reportedly caused cardiovascular diseases, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) and lung cancer, among other illnesses, in many of the country's chronic smokers. The impact of tobacco on the mortality and quality of life of Colombians was estimated as a direct loss of more than 600,000 years of life and more than 26,000 deaths each year. The direct costs associated with these diseases at the time was estimated at more than Col$4 billion (~US$1.36million), equivalent to 0.6 percent of GDP and 10.5 percent of annual health expenditure. Although the estimated costs of smoking according to various academic studies were known to be very high, revenue from the tobacco tax at the time was approximately one-tenth of the direct costs of the epidemic, amounting to approximately Col$450 million (~US$153 thousand).
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The low level of revenue and the high level of consumption were attributable, in large part, to the low price of cigarettes in Colombia, reflected in a tax burden of less than 50 percent of the total price. The price of cigarettes in Colombia in 2015 was so low (approximately US$2 per pack of 20 cigarettes), that it was higher than just one other country in Latin America and in the Caribbean. The available evidence also revealed a price elasticity of demand of -0.3 to -1.03, depending on the methodology of the study.
All the elasticity calculations available to date have shown that an increase in the price of cigarettes in Colombia should significantly reduce consumption.
The available evidence on smoking in Colombia, which national and international academic institutions and civil society have been compiling for several years, gained new significance in the wake of changes in the country's economic and tax priorities. At the time, Colombia was contending with shrinking oil revenue (owing to a sharp drop in oil prices) and constantly rising public expenditure. In the health sector cost pressures stemmed, among other factors, from a change in the government's responsibility for health coverage in the subsidized system that covers the cost of health services for the country's lowest population segments. It was in this context that the government, in early 2015, created a committee of experts responsible for proposing changes in the country's tax structure.
The tax structure proposed by the committee of experts included an increase in health taxes, including the tobacco tax, providing new scope for a discussion on raising taxes. This document describes the course of events that led to the phased adjustment of the tobacco tax approved by Congress in December 2016, with a view to aligning the price of cigarettes in Colombia with the Latin American average. Despite the failed attempt to introduce a tax on sugar-sweetened beverages, the discussion was framed and will most likely be renewed in the future. 
11
The situation
The financing of the health systems of the 32 departments into which the country is administratively divided-apart from social security contributions-comes from taxes on liquor, cigarettes, beer and tobacco. 13 Housing in Colombia is divided into six social strata. Strata 1, 2 and 3 are low strata, which receive subsidies for public housing services.
14 Blanca Llorente and Norman Maldonado (invs.) (2015) . In February 2015, with the tax reform in view, the government established the Commission of Experts for Tax Equity and Competitiveness. The MSPS informed the Commission of its interest in raising the health taxes, with the proposal of a 200 percent increase for tobacco. Ten months later, the final report described the Colombian tax system as a low-revenue system, compared to its potential, and for tobacco explicitly recommended "increasing the total amount of the tax (specific plus ad valorem) by 150 percent over the course of three years and adjusting the total amount of the tax based on the change in the consumer price index. "
19

Interdisciplinary team
With a view to submission of the Tax Reform Project to Congress, in mid-2015 an interdisciplinary team of epidemiologists, economists, attorneys and political scientists reporting to Minister Gaviria was formed and joined forces with the permanent technical team already working on the subject. The team's objective was to put together an argumentatively sound proposal, backed by empirical evidence, to support the article pertaining to the taxes on tobacco and sugar-sweetened beverages, which it would present to the MFPC for inclusion in the reform project. Through its senior economist, Roberto Iunes, the World Bank committed itself to the process, which was a decisive contribution, and then Manuela Villar, health specialist and World Bank Consultant, became involved. From the start, the Bank's assistance was consistent with the caution expressed at the time by
Patricio Márquez, its lead health specialist: "Cigarette consumption and its negative impact on health, in social and economic terms, is a global problem that is not simply going to disappear (…) If we want to avoid being passive spectators to the unbridled growth of this global health threat, political will must be encouraged, together with sustained support from civil society and international organizations (. . .) This is not a minor problem. Tobacco is the leading preventable cause of death, and yet it kills someone every six seconds. "
20
In the face of volatile legislation regarding tobacco prices and the powerful lobby representing the tobacco and beverage industries in the media and in Congress, working with scientific evidence going forward became a priority. "We identify the myths propagated by the industry, such as the fear of increased smuggling in the event of a rise in the price of cigarettes, in order to respond to each with scientific evidence, " 21 recalls Pamela Góngora, coordinator of the interdisciplinary team. She was referring to the preparation of an initial document that circulated among the team, which Minister Gaviria forwarded to his Finance Ministry peer and shared with the press, in the belief that the best way of countering the tobacco industry offensive was to provide the public with substantiated arguments and data. "The tobacco industry knew beforehand that an increase was coming and it lobbied to keep it as small as possible. We wanted an increase that would allow us, at the very least, to match the average price in Latin America as well as ensure a gradual increase in the years ahead. "
22
Camila Franco, economist and also a member of the team, commented: "It was the right time to pursue a tax focused on public health, from the central level, as an 8 percent reduction in deaths from preventable illnesses, such as cardiovascular disease, kidney disease, diabetes, and some types of cancer and pulmonary conditions which are related to lifestyle and difficult to change because they depend on personal decisions, had been adopted as a "mega-goal" for 2018. " 23 The strategy of pursuing a tax that would significantly raise the price at the outset and the rate of which would target quantity and not price, was the best recommendation for maximizing the deterrent effect, she added.
On March 19, 2016, the MSPS technical team held an initial meeting with the Technical
Deputy Minister of Finance, Andrés Escobar, and presented its proposal, demonstrating the understanding and affinity of purpose shared by the two committees which had been working in parallel. In the future, the health team planned to structure the proposal around a number of agreed minimums, have representatives from the finance team, and at the appropriate time would join the overall reform project. Months of uninterrupted work followed, simulations and projections of an excise tax and revenue were made, and various scenarios were explored.
Inasmuch as Colombia has 13 departmental taxes, 20 municipal taxes and 24 other taxes, in addition to stamps for specific local or regional tax purposes, the territorial nature of the tobacco tax complicated things a bit for the finance team, as its top priority was the national structural reform as a whole. "Territorial tax reforms are very difficult in Congress because of the formidable network of interests involved; too many territorial taxes would spoil the national reform effort, and processing them would be complicated, so our approach was to include the smallest possible number of territorial taxes. Nevertheless, from the beginning, the Ministry of Health team was told: tobacco is one of the few territorial topics that will be included, " Escobar said. Because it was considered the greatest deterrent to consumption, a robust, nongraduated tax was the proposal advocated by the health team. 25 At the same time, the Minister of Finance was leaning toward a phased-in excise tax in the first two years and thereafter, as an additional penalty, the increase in inflation plus three points. This proposal was consistent with the recommendation of the Commission of Experts.
Regional overview
With a view to sharing the experiences of other countries and discrediting the belief that revenue always shrinks as taxes increases, a meeting of experts was planned which, in addition to closed presentations to the finance team, included a forum open to the concerned sectors, including industry.
On August 5, 2016, at the Latin American Tobacco Tax Forum organized by the World Bank, the MSPS, Universidad Nacional and Universidad Javeriana (UJ), and held at UJ's headquarters, a regional tobacco tax overview was presented as well as conclusive evidence of the tax's impact in terms of reducing smoking and boosting fiscal revenue, particularly in the Southern Cone countries.
Dardo Curti of the Tobacco Epidemic Research Center explained Uruguay's situation, in
which the legal and illegal markets, both subject to the country's tax policy, coexist and interact, but, contrary to the tobacco companies' statements, in 2015 the higher tax did not result in increased smuggling, which remained unchanged.
Marco Ugarte mentioned initiatives to reduce tobacco consumption in Peru, including regulations on advertising, sponsorships and taxes that led to a decline in consumption, which in 2014 caused 15,000 deaths according to a study conducted by Universidad Cayetano Heredia and the Institute for Clinical Effectiveness and Health Policy. He also said that smuggling had not increased significantly and that revenue grew.
Discussing the situation in Costa Rica, Román Navarro, a member of the Ibero-American Health Law Network, said that the distribution of the tax covers the manufacturer or processor and the importer, as applicable, and is increased annually based on the consumer price index (CPI); the tax burden is 60 percent of the final price of a pack of cigarettes, he explained. The meeting of the international delegates and the finance technical team was deemed highly useful as it previewed scenarios that were presented during the reform project discussion. Brazil' s situation was revealing, as conditions there are similar to those of Colombia in terms of the market and the pressure and arguments employed by the tobacco companies, including dissembling threats of diminished foreign investment. It is expected that the results of the adjustment envisioned in the Colombia reform will also be similar:
higher taxes, more smuggling, but lower incidence of tobacco use and increased revenue.
The campaign
To set the stage for a serious, wide-ranging discussion of health taxes, in late 2015 civil society organizations, the academic press and activists advocating for health rights Cooperation among the anti-tobacco forces engaged in political advocacy actions was enhanced, and reflexes for responding promptly to industry attacks were sharpened. In other areas, the discussion of health taxes is also attracting attention.
The Adjusting the rate annually by a percentage equal to CPI growth, plus an additional 5 percent, until the regional average price is reached, is also proposed. "
30 Quoted in Mónica González (February 8, 2016) . Sociedad civil unida contra el tabaquismo [Civil society united against smoking]. LAUD. http://laud.udistrital.edu.co/noticias/sociedad-civil-unida-en-lucha-contra-el-tabaquismo. 
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The XII International Congress of Hospitals and Clinics, held in Bogota June 29 and 30, 2016, gave Gaviria a good opportunity to promote health taxes before an audience of hospital managers, legal representatives and executives. "I didn't want this to make the news, but, well (. . .) we have a proposal to gradually increase (the price of cigarettes) until it is 5 times what it is today, which would put us at half of the amount in Latin America, " 33 he said in suggesting an increase of 400 percent to 500 percent in the tobacco tax, including an annual adjustment equal to the CPI plus a percentage over the course of a decade;
for sugar-sweetened beverages, a 20 percent tax. As it turned out, the announcement became a headline and was reported in the media repeatedly.
34
Among the contributions considered by the Minister and his team, the one offered by Dr. 
Smuggling
The health tax announcements resonated with industrialists and merchants who formed a common front. More smuggling, less revenue, lower employment and crisis in retail stores were the usual arguments, amplified in well-attended regional and national events, with broad media coverage.
Juan Sebastián Arango, Director of Corporate Affairs of the National Federation of Merchants (Fenalco) affirmed: "It is our belief that the consumption taxes on certain goods are proportional to smuggling. When a consumption tax is levied on a given product, revenue will probably not increase nor will the deterrent to consumption. On the contrary, they are taken off the legal market and moved to the illegal market, putting at risk the income of some 25,000 families who grow tobacco (. . No one in government or academia disputed that smuggling was a foreseeable side effect of adjusting the tax. The Committee of Experts addressed it explicitly in its recommendations:
"To obtain results in the areas of public health and revenue, the adoption of measures coordinated between the national and subnational governments to combat smuggling is essential. We emphasize the importance of investment in technologies (traceability) by DIAN as well as the closing of channels for imports through free trade and customs areas, as is the case in Maicao, " 41 referring to the city on the Guajira Peninsula, the northern border with Venezuela, the traditional point of entry for smuggled cigarettes.
In late September, Rajeev Cherukupalli, public finance expert from the Institute for Global Tobacco Control at Johns Hopkins University in the United States, was in Bogota for the Forum on Increasing Tobacco Taxes as a Public Health Strategy, sponsored by Universidad de los Andes, and was interviewed by Portafolio. "I believe it is up to the public to pressure lawmakers to do the right thing, that which is morally correct, and that is not only to increase the cost of smoking for current smokers, but more importantly, to increase the cost of starting to smoke for those who aren't yet smoking, young people (. . .). In most OECD countries, it is above 60 percent and in some above 70 percent. At first glance that may seem like a lot, but countries that have had successful policies have taken similar steps, " so that the MSPS proposal of a drastic increase in the tobacco tax "makes sense, " he said.
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If there were any serious discrepancies, they were in the figures. In October, in the Forum displaying tobacco products is in itself a form of consumer advertising, as it gives the impression that using the product is acceptable and makes it difficult for consumers to quit the habit, " the court stated, echoing the Anti-Tobacco Law.
The reactions were swift. One challenger, Guillermo Botero, Fenalco president, told the economic publication Portafolio: "This is a provisional decision, i.e., the effective dates and the nature of the new sales regulation are vague. Therefore, we give each merchant free rein to decide for himself whether he wants to comply or not. " Jorge Cabrera, BAT Vice President for Legal and Corporate Affairs, described the decree as "a legal broadside" and said that "display is not the same as advertising, " and asked: "How are they going to get the 200,000 people who handle the product to hide it?" 
Sugar-sweetened beverages
The tax reform discussion unfolded in a difficult political environment for the government, as it was at the same time dealing with the campaign in support of the referendum on the peace agreement signed in Havana (Cuba) with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) insurgents, who had taken up arms half a century earlier. After an initial loss 47 a revision, in the so-called Teatro Colón Agreement, was signed.
The energy in Congress was obvious, and political struggles and deals to win support for the peace agreement and the tax reform bills were the order of the day. In fact, the timetable for the peace talks, which initially set a signing deadline of March 23, 2016, was postponed and the presentation and discussion of the tax reform in the legislature was moved.
This forced NGO and industry lobbyists to step up their efforts in Congress. Some 100 Health and Social Protection Minister Gaviria gave his version: "The battle is very difficult, almost impossible, for many reasons. Perhaps I'll get myself in trouble, but I'm going to mention one of many: in Colombia, there is an alliance between economic groups and the media 48 that can be intimidating and that can even block certain discussions and affect our democracy (…). This week there were a lot of lobbyists in Congress. A ministry colleague told me upon leaving a debate: "You seemed to be talking more to the lobbyists than to the members. "
49
In a failed attempt to revive the tax on sugared products, Representatives Óscar Ospina, Víctor Javier Correa and Jaime Serrano of the Green, Polo Democrático and Liberal parties, respectively, presented an addendum to the tax reform project, aiming to revive the tax on "sugar-sweetened beverages, carbonated soft drinks, energy drinks, sports drinks, teas, juice drinks, juices, fruit pulps and concentrates, nectars or fruit drinks, flavored drinks and, in general, all beverages that have added sugars or sweeteners. "
47 The referendum on the question: "Support the final accord on ending the conflict and building stable and lasting peace?" was held on October 2, 2016, with 6,422,316 "No" votes (50.23 percent) and 6,361,762 "Yes" votes, 37.43 percent of the electorate having come to the polls to vote. Following revision efforts in which opponents of the agreement participated, the final agreement was signed on November 24, 2016 in the Teatro Colón de Bogotá. Congress approved it on November 30, 2016.
48 He is probably alluding to the Ardila Lülle conglomerate, which owns sugar refineries; soft drink manufacturers; radio, television and movie channels; and sponsors all soccer, cycling and skating competitions. The event was also attended by Minister Gaviria who, in his remarks, focused on the distributive equity and fairness of health taxes and pointed out that although individuals are free to consume harmful foods or products, if they fall ill the costs of treating them are borne by the entire population because of the way the Colombian health system is organized. He drew attention again to the "enormous effort to influence behaviors" that the sugar-sweetened beverage industry and the media have made.
50 "We have a bottle of juice in the morning, an iced tea at noon, a soda with dinner and a couple more in the evening. It seems rather harmless, but all these sugary drinks in one day add up to a lot of added sugar that can cause serious health problems, including obesity, which causes diabetes, heart ailments and some types of cancer, " said the message.
51 El Tiempo, print edition of Monday, October 7, 2016.
52 See Andrés Vecino and Manuela Villar (August 2, 2016). Los beneficios sociales de los impuestos a los productos dañinos [The social benefits of taxes on harmful products]. http://lasillavacia.com/silla-llena/red-social/historia/los-beneficios-sociales-de-los-impuestos-los-productos-daninos-57312
In that connection, Andrés Vecino said that the logic of creating taxes for "harmful products"
is that "the price sends signals concerning the costs associated with the consumption of these products, attempting to offset the social costs of the harm they cause" 52 and, looking back over the ground covered in the discussion of health taxes, he added: "I believe that the efforts of civil society put the topic on the agenda, and although the tax did not pass this time, people are more aware today than they were a year ago; the work that was done focused not only the legislation to establish the tax, but on civil society as well, and it was very important. In high-income countries where chronic illnesses are a more serious problem than they are in Colombia, and where there are stronger social norms about physical activity and a healthy diet, consumers are the ones who have pressured the industry to produce healthier or less harmful products. " "Raising the relative prices of unhealthy products has a direct, demonstrable and immediate impact on the adoption of healthy behavioral patterns" and it refuted the effects on unemployment: "The small merchants who sell sugar-sweetened beverages would adapt quickly, as consumers would buy other products that they could offer more easily. "
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These views were seconded by Joshua Sharfstein, on W Radio: "We believe that sugarsweetened beverages already carry a hidden tax that can be measured in terms of health.
They contribute to obesity, and obesity can cause diabetes, strokes and other health problems. We don't see the tax, but it's there and it's affecting people in Colombia. " Asked if he knew any place where health had won out over lobbyists in Congress, he replied, "Yes, in the United States recently there were some reservations, but the tax on these types of drinks was successful because of evidence, which is key. "
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On December 1, 2016, when it was a fact that the sugary drinks tax was defeated, César Rodríguez, Director of Dejusticia, pointed out: "(. . . .) In all this, the producers of sugar and sugary drinks followed the tobacco industry strategy, which for decades concealed the link between cigarettes and cancer, as shown by Professor Marion Nestlé in her book Soda Politics.
"Today, cigarette taxes are common around the world because they reduce consumption and help cover the costs of diseases caused by smoking. The tax on sugary drinks has the same objective. Hopefully it won't take decades and hundreds of thousands of cases of diabetes, obesity and preventable deaths for Congress to come to the same conclusion. " The additional revenue collected as a result of the increase in the rate of the cigarette consumption tax will be used to finance health insurance.
The first press release issued by the Ministry of Health and Social Protection in 2017 discussed the estimated revenue and its purpose: "The cigarette tax approved as part of the tax reform will bring an additional Col$500,000 million (~US$170 million) to the health sector and prevent some 2,300 deaths starting in 2018 (…) with the rate of Col$1,400
(~US$0.48) per pack of 20 cigarettes (or proportional to its contents) envisaged for 2017, the country will collect additional revenue amounting to nearly Col$300,000 million (~US$102 million). In 2018, when the rate will increase to Col$2,100 (~US$0.71), the revenue will be Col$500,000 million (~US$170 million). These amounts will be in addition to the Col$400,000 million (~US$136 million) collected since before the reform. With the full rate of the tax, the average price of a pack of cigarettes will have risen from Col$2,800 (~US$0.95)
to Col$4,200 (~US$1.43) in 2018. This increase will discourage use, which will help lower the proportion of smokers by 2 percent (from 12.9 percent at present to 11.2 percent in 2018). " which will start rising because other countries also take measures; the Latin American average is probably starting to leave us behind again, so we will need to surpass the regional average. " 59 As for sugary drinks, he says a new strategy should be employed to get the legislature to approve the tax sooner rather than later. Escobar's interest in further tobacco tax adjustments is in line with the recommendations of the Commission of Experts for Tax Equity and Competitiveness, which pointed out the advisability of the government "considering the possibility of raising the tax again" two years after the phased increase. 
RECOMMENDATIONS
The process of increasing the tobacco tax in Colombia has generated lessons learned and recommendations relevant to various actors, areas of action and even other countries in Latin America and other parts of the world. The process generated lessons learned about the importance of generating and using evidence that justifies and monitors policy decisions. Lessons were generated regarding the importance of creating commitment and aligning different public entities relevant to the tax adjustment process. We learned strategies for and the importance of building alliances between public entities, academia and civil society. All these lessons have come to be understood within a context of the importance of the continuing education of actors and the population in general around the effects of tobacco and, in parallel, the benefits of a tax increase for all.
Evidence
One of the most important lessons learned in this process of approving the tobacco tax in Colombia is that the use of evidence is essential to inform public opinion, to counter arguments of interest groups, and is particularly important to assure the decision makers of the soundness of their measures. In Colombia, in the process of increasing the tax on tobacco, the lack of systematic information on smoking and a mechanism to centralize it, was identified. This has suggested that the country needs evidence building exercises, including systematic and regular generation of information, monitoring, estimation of relationships between variables, and policy evaluation that does not to depend on external resources to be part of the work objectives of government agents and civil society who are involved in the issue. In the case of a commitment to the systematic creation of information on smoking, the Ministry of Health could play an active role in centralizing and disseminating the evidence that is being constructed
The generation of systematic evidence on smoking, of course, must be accompanied by a mechanism for monitoring the consumption tax collection that is transparent, offers timely information, and is protected from industry interference. The information must incorporate data on the volume and value of revenue. In addition, it must incorporate a procedure for cross-referencing this information with other sources, such as import records and data reported to determine the VAT. The Ministry of Finance could proceed to lead efforts in generating this information, in a systematic way.
In addition to a system for collecting information related to smoking and related tax revenues, it is suggested governments consider the adoption of affordability as a reference indicator to define the tax level. This is already partly reflected in the current policy but should be formalized with the definition of a comprehensive system of indicators for tobacco control policy that is institutionally recognized and incorporates the sources of information available in the National Statistics System.
It has come to be understood that the follow-up evaluation of tobacco tax policy must adopt an integrated approach supported by a set of indicators that appropriately reflect the defined duties of each of the sectors responsible for implementation. The leadership of a public entity such as the Department of National Planning in Colombia that defined a multi-sectoral monitoring and reporting scheme could help achieve this.
Policy and public action
Lessons learned have led us to reflect on the importance of continuing efforts in the control of smoking through public policies. The importance of establishing a dialogue (formal and informal) between state agencies responsible for health at the central and regional levels has been demonstrated to help align efforts and strengthen policy implementation.
Similarly, it has been understood that strengthening the commitment of responsible entities to ensure transparency in public policies-which has an effect on the improvement in the administration of taxes at the departmental level-is essential to strengthen arguments that support increases to the tobacco tax. Having said that, it is equally important to promote recommendations of transparency from the Framework Convention on Tobacco
Control to prevent the tobacco industry from interfering in future debates of taxes on tobacco products.
Given the previous difficulties to achieve an increase and the international evidence that supports the importance of a continuous increase in the tobacco tax, it has become clear that a body such as the Interagency Commission for the Implementation of Agenda 2030 in Colombia must explicitly incorporate the commitment to periodically adjust taxes and take other measures that mitigate undesirable effects on the consumption of tobacco products.
The Attorney General's role in the culture of accountability with an inter-institutional approach is essential to ensure that the co-responsibility of different levels of government regarding the implementation of the cigarette tax policy is made visible. The strengthening of this or a similar instance/entity should be a priority among efforts that reinforce public policies in tobacco control. In the specific case of Colombia, fiscal measures must be accompanied by a strengthening of the tax administration of the Territorial Entities, since these are the institutions responsible for carrying out the increase in the collection boosted by the tax increase.
Lastly, given the challenges that are expected to have an impact on the tobacco tax that could stem from illicit trade in tobacco, it is recommended to ratify the protocol to Strategic alliances can help to bridge interests in the field of research and the construction of evidence, nationally and internationally, as well as generate demand for it. In the same way, strategic alliances that seek to strengthen coordination and harmonization actions in the region are also key to the generation of information and demand for it. This coordination of actors at the regional level can also lead to efforts to harmonize tax regimes for tobacco and other products that are harmful to health.
An important aspect to maintain strong alliances is to manage and ensure availability of economic resources and technical support between entities and related organizations to strengthen coordination among the entities responsible for the control and implementation of the actions that ensure compliance with measures on the marketing of tobacco products. These entities include the customs authorities; the Superintendency of Industry and Commerce; the police and the authorities with inspection functions, monitoring, and control in the health sector.
Education
The continuing education of actors related to the implementation of measures to reduce tobacco consumption, with different perspectives, is essential to promote public policies related to tobacco. Increasing efforts to raise public awareness about the relationship between smoking and cardiovascular diseases, and not only risk associated with lung diseases, is essential to increase public awareness of the negative effects of smoking and generate support from the population against measures of tobacco control. In addition, ongoing efforts to update educators and health workers about tobacco control policies To increase efforts to educate actors in legislative and executive areas, it is important to consolidate strategies to disseminate international and local scientific evidence as a basis for advocacy. Similarly, it is important to encourage efforts by the public sector and civil society to sensitize sectors of industry about their social responsibility in the face of an imminent reduction in smoking. These sensitization debates benefit by linking independent academics as they help to gain credibility in the arguments.
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